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Fairness of
Vote Vital to

Philippines

Poll’s Honesty Will

Define Nation’s
Course, U.S. Ties

By MARK FINEMAN,
Times Staff Writer

MANILA -Jaime Opinion, a
member of the government com-
mission set up to ensure fairness
and honesty in the upcoming Phil-
ippine presidential election, sat
back in his chair last week and
reviewed the list of election safe-
guards:

—Thirty thousand bottles of in-
delible, silver-nitrate ink that will
be used to stain voters’ fingers to
prevent them from voting twice.

—Specially watermarked ballots
with secret-coded symbols to pre-
vent ballot-box stuffing.

—Tens of thousands of new
ballot boxes with viewing windows
to allow constant monitoring by
independent poll watchers.

Will Vote be Free?

Then, Opinion, a longtime loyal-
ist of Philippine President Ferdi-
nand E. Marcos, was asked if the
Feb. 7 election will, indeed, be free,
fair and honest.

“Even in heaven, there’s a lot of
fraud happening,” said Opinion, a
frequent target of opposition politi-~
cians who claim that the Philippine
Commission on Elections is little
more than a tool of Marcos’ ruling
party.

With three weeks i be-
fore a presidential poll that Filipino
and foreign political analysts say
ranks among the most crucial in
this nation’s history, the issue of
fairness and honesty has emerged
as the key to whether the election
will help bring democracy, stabiity
and prosperity to the Philippines.

Credibility Essential

“We see an essential need that
the election—whatever the out-
come—be seen here as being a
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credible: resuit,” U.S. Ambassador
Stephen’ Bosworth told local and
foreign journalists last Monday.

If the result of the contest be-
tween Marcos and challenger Cor-
azon Aquino is clean and fair, he
said, it will give rise to a stable
government that will again attract
foreign investment and help the
Philippines recover from an eco-
nomic crisis that has left the nation
more than $26 billion in debt and
many Filipinos worse off now than
they were 10 years ago.

However, if the poll is seen as
unfair or corrupt, Bosworth said,
“the quality of the relationship”
between the U.S. and the Philip-
pines can only worsen, and the
burgeoning Communist insurgency
that is now claiming, on the aver-
age, 15 lives a day throughout the
Philippines can only deepen.

“We are, of course, proceeding
on the assumption that the elec-
tions can be truly credible,” Bos-
worth added.

Already, though, many Filipinos
are not so sure.

While the actual polling is still
three weeks away, several Filipino
politicians, professors and busi-
nessmen say inequities already
have been built into the election
system that give Marcos an enor-
mous advantage over his rival, the
widow of assassinated opposition

leader Benigno S. Aquino Jr.

“What it comes down to is that
honesty and fairness are two sepa-
rate questions,” said Gabriel Igle-
sias, dean of the University of the
Philippines college of public ad-
ministration. “And even at this
point, it is clear this is not a fair
election.”

According to Iglesias and other
critics, Marcos’ biggest advantage
lies in the national election com-
mission itself, a seven-member
body that has absolute control over
setting up and running the election
day machinery, policing the cam-
paign, tabulating the final results
and ruling on all election-related
disputes.

All members of the commission
were handpicked by Marcos. Two
of the commissioners.are present or
former business associates of Mar-
cos’ closest advisers, and others are
loyal, longtime members of Marcos’
New Society Movement political
party.

Despite their backgrounds, sev-

eral commissioners interviewed
last week pledged to be impartial in
the poll, adding that they were
certain that a free and fair election
is still possible,

. The commission’s political slant
also came in for sharp criticisnr last
week in a series of hotly contested
hearings over an issue that govern-
ment critics say represents Marcos’
second major built-in electoral ad-
Vantage—access to the nation's
powerful mass media.

TV Coverage at Issue

At the heart of the commission’s
two days of hearings was the way
the government-owned television
station—~the only station in the
Philippines capable of broadcasting
nationwide—has been covering the
élection campaign.

. Every day that Marcos has been

on the trail, the govern-
ment station, which is funded en-
tirely by the Filipino taxpayers, has
devoted hour after hour of air time
to showing—and reshowing — Mar-
cas’ campaign speeches. Special
camera angles have been used to
magke crowds appear larger and to
highlight political signs and plac-
ards oxtolling Marcos achieve-
ments during his 20 years in office.
: ‘Yet, government-owned Chan-
tiet 4 has given little or no air time
to JAquino’s speeches and rallies,
evén when she Kas held them the
same day as Marcoe and often drew
more spectators than did the presi-
dent’s.

Such coverage has been “grossly
one-sided” and a “blatant” viola-
tion of election-law provisions spe-
cifically aimed at making TV sta-
tions allot equal air time to both
candidates, according to the formal
complaint filed by Aquino’s attor-
neys.

“All we ask is that we [Filipinos]
be more egalitarian and more dem-
ocratic,” Rene Saguisag, one of
Aquino’s attorneys, told the com-
mission last week. “Since Mr. Mar-
cos and the ruling party are already
so powerful, we ask only that this
commission take actions to help
someone who started with so many
handicaps. Can we not make the
contest more sporting?”’

Government lawyers represent-
ing the station at the hearings
conceded that their news accounts
were heavily biased in favor of

Marcos. They argued only that the
equal-time clause does not apply to
him because he is the president
and, as president, all of his actions
are “significant and newsworthy
events” exempt under the election
rule. Those of Aquino, they added,
are not necessarily newsworthy.

The station lawyers rarely spoke
during the proceedings, and the
bulk of their case was put forth by
the election commissioners them-
selves.
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In the end, the commission de-
cided on Thursday not to ryle
independently in the matter, in-
Stead asking the station and Aqui-
no’s lawyers to work out a settle-
ment among themseives,

There are still other aspects of
the country’s political system that
Filipino critics use to iHustrate
what they see as an inherent bias in
the upcoming election. Among
them are Marcos' economic controi
over the families of more than 1
million civil servants, many of
whom say they have come under
concerted pressure from their su-
pervisors in recent weeks to work
and vote for Marcos, as well as the
president’s vast political machine.
Local precinct captains have the
power to dole out jobs and money in
the days befare the election. :

Noting such built-in inequities,
Jose Concepcion, a prominent Fili-
pino businessman who heads a
citizens’ watchdog group set up to
police the polls next month, also
suggested that the election “is not
going to be fair.”

Still, Concepcion, whose Nation-
al Movement for Free Elections has
been accredited by the election
commission as the officiat poll
watcher, quickly added, “There is
still a chance it can be relatively
free and honest.”

With a budget of about $150,000,
Concepion’s 8roup plans to enlist
the aid of half a million volunteers,
150 donated computers and 15
helicopters to watch the voting at
all 90,000 polling places, perform its
own independent tally of votes and,
thus, preempt any cheating. The
org:nization is officially empow-
éred to monitor all pollj places,
watch the ballot canvafslin‘né and be

present when the final tabulations
afe compiled at the provincial Jey-
el. -

Already, however, the watchdog
group has attac en
in the nation’s

‘Nothing to Hide’

And, when asked why the elec-
tion commiasion agreed to accredit
Conception’s group to observe the
upcoming election, Election Com-
mission Chairman Victorino Sav-
ellano said, “It was just to show
that we have nothing to hide.”
Opinion added, “That’s what you
Americans wanted, isn’t it?”

Whatever, Concepcion’s organi-
zation, which performed a similar
role unofficially in the Philippines’
1984 legislative election, is widely
credited for having ht an
unprecedented level of credjbility
to that poll.

More than 70 opposition National
Assembly members were elected in
the May, 1984, election, and, while
Marcos’ ruling party won nearly
_two-thirds of the legislative seats,

the Reagan Administration and the
Philippine opposition said Marcos
would have won far more were it
not for the watchdog group.

Even that election, though, was
far from the free, fair and honest
process that most Filipinos are
hoping for this time.

An exhaustive, two-year study
of the 1984 legisiative election due
to be released next week concludes
that, despite the outcome, the con-
test was, “in short, grossly un-
fair. . . . The formulated rules of
the game were tilted in favor of the

candidatesoftherullngpany.”
The nationwide study, a copy of
which was obtained by The Times,
was done by a team of professors
and students at the University of
the Philippines. They also con-

government officials, most of
whom are loyalists, are now
allowed to be present inside polling

In addition, the study document -
ed dozens of specific cases to show
that the 1984 elections were not
onlI{ unfair, but often dishonest ag
we)

From vote-buying, ballot- tar-
pering and fraudulent vote-tally.
Ing to t of voters xhgt
ranged from verbal abuse to muyr-
der, the university Study recounted
exampies of a wide range of cheat-
ing in nearly all of the Philippines’
73 provinces.

Overall, it classified the results in
almost 40% of the 183 races in 1984
as either “questionable” or a3 “fai}.
One such contest, which was
singled out by the researchers ang
by National Movement for Free
Elections officials as “the worst of
the worst,” took place in the prov-;
ince of Antique on the ¢ "
Philippine island of Panay:.

At stake in the election was the
political future of one of Marcos’
closest advisers, Arturo Pacifica-
dor, who was running against three

. opposition candidates, among them

Evelio Javier, who had the support
of Antique’s popular provincial
governor.
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